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‘The beauty of your line – the life behind it’: Katherine Mansfield and the double Impression.

Katherine Mansfield was an artist of many masks. As her close friend Ida Baker expressed it, she was ‘a born actress and mimic […] like a lantern with many sides; not octagonal but centagonal’.​[1]​

Mansfield was hyper aware of the different selves she assumed for different people. She assumed names for different selves, different moods, and different modes of writing: Kathleen Beauchamp; Katherine Mansfield; Tig; Wig; Kissienka; Katie; KM; Lili Heron; The Tiger and Boris Petrovsky. Her letters show the importance she placed on producing an external image as display. Clothes are important markers of self. Mansfield writes to her sister in 1908 that she believes ‘clothes ought to be a joy to the artistic eye – a silent reflex of the soul – so I’m training my amenable little soul accordingly’.​[2]​ Ida Baker, who was being put to use as a buyer of material was given these instructions in 1921: ‘I am a very MODERN woman. I like Life in my clothes […] Try & think of a picture in a French pattern book or a figure for the stage, cant you?’​[3]​ Mansfield dresses not only to reflect her modernity and energy of ‘Life’, but also implies the life itself is being shaped by the clothes. Her self display is an artistic creation: she is bohemian, French, and an artiste. All modes of dress are a ‘symbol of the wearer’s tastes and politics’​[4]​, as Elizabeth Wilson puts it:

All art draws on unconscious fantasy […] hence [fashion’s] compulsiveness, hence our ambivalence, hence the immense psychological (and material) work that goes into the production of the social self, of which clothes are an indispensable part.​[5]​ 

Mansfield’s performances almost became literal. In 1908 she was enthusiastically embarking on projects for poetry readings in dramatic settings. She wrote to Garnet Trowell that her plan involved:

a darkened stage – a great – high backed oak chair – flowers – shaded lights – a low table filled with curious books – and to wear a simple, beautifully coloured dress […] I know I possess the power of holding people … I could then write just what I felt would suit me’.​[6]​

Claire Tomalin likens this project to ‘Dickens’s public performances’​[7]​, but Mansfield is not focussed on verbal drama. Instead she seems to have a very specific aesthetic in mind. The emphasis is on the setting: a combination of the scholarly Victorian gentleman’s study, the feminine flowers and beautiful colours, and the mysterious séance-like shaded lights. Mansfield’s projected artist self is intellectual, sensual, and supernaturally mesmerising. Any poetry or sketches that Mansfield might read in this ornate setting are of secondary importance. She wishes to write what would ‘suit’ her personality. To the young fledgling writer, image is of primary importance, and actual writing, actual poetry is secondary.

As Katherine Mansfield matures as an artist, the writing itself becomes important. Mansfield’s work comes to define her life, rather than the other way around. This prominence is not accepted with good grace. Mansfield writes to Murry:

I do not know how it is but I live withdrawn from my personal life. (This is hard to say.) I am a writer first. In the past, it is true, when I worked less, my writing self was merged in my personal self.​[8]​

The personal self and the writing self are seen as two complete selves: two irreconcilable units.

The struggle between ‘life’ and all the sensuous joy that it contains (flowers, colourful clothes, beautiful lighting effects), and the detached attitude of a writer is a defining aspect of Mansfield’s fiction. The living self and the writing self are in continual opposition. This is not merely a struggle between the perceptual and the written word, however. In her critical reception of all the arts, Mansfield creates the same oppositions. In ‘The Meaning of Rhythm’, co-written with Murry, ‘life’ is made central to the successful practice of any art:

[the artist] is so secure that he can give himself wholly up to the delight of living. At every moment he finds some newness of life. He is intimate and at one with all that he meets. He is in love with life.​[9]​

The artist is set up by Mansfield and Murry not only as a ‘type’ or romantic image, but a being with ‘consciousness of superiority’. The superiority stems from ‘a certainty of knowledge that he sees the reality of things’. Rhythm’s manifesto glamorises and privileges the artist as created self. However, the artist, despite being more than human, also has a direct connection to ‘life’, and this sacred connection, along with a certain kind of self-assurance brings freedom and creativity.

Mansfield’s letters to Dorothy Brett are full of observations about painting and its relation to life. Painting is good painting if it captures life, and bad painting if it doesn’t. Art, real art must create a meeting space for the two attitudes: the direct perception of life, rendered with detachment and a sense of composition. Mansfield tells Brett delightedly:

I meant to tell you the barber was in raptures with your still life. I think that’s a great compliment, don’t you? It’s before ones eyes says he, ‘il y a de la vie. Un movement dans la feuilles [it has life. A movement in the leaves].’ Excellent criticism! […] Oh Brett, how I like simple people – not all simple people, some are simple pigs – but on the whole – how much more sympathetic than the Clive Bells of this world! Whatever else they have – they are alive. What I cannot bear is this half existence, this life in the head alone. Its deadly boring.​[10]​

The pleasures of life, the breezes stirring the leaves of flowers are simple pleasures. To live, and to live fully, means to be aware of these aesthetic delights, and to appreciate them. There is, however, an awareness that the analytical predominates in Mansfield’s life. She embraces perceptual simplicity, while feeling herself too detached from it. The craving is for one ‘half’ of existence to pair off with the other half to create a fully realised whole, to live, and to record. ‘Je ne parle pas français’ plays with all of these ideas through the figure of Raoul Duquette, the cynical poseur artiste​[11]​ in the French café, who struggles with his idea of life and the need to impress and analyse. He has moments of pure emotion, which he attempts to reconcile with the impulse to record:

There! It had come – the moment – the geste! And although I was so ready, it caught me, it tumbled me over […] Then it passed, and the very second after I was thinking: ‘Good God! Am I capable of feeling as strongly as that? But I was absolutely unconscious! I hadn’t a phrase to meet it with! I was overcome! I was swept off my feet! I didn’t even try, in the dimmest way, to put it down!​[12]​

Raoul, the second rate writer, struggles to articulate the emotions generated by life, by inspiration. The ‘geste’ or ‘moment’ is so transient as to be impossible to translate or press down with a phrase. The moment of perception itself is, however, important: 

If you think what I’ve written is merely superficial and impudent and cheap you’re wrong. I’ll admit it does sound so, but then it is not all. If it were, how could I have experienced what I did when I read that stale little phrase written in green ink in the writing-pad? That proves there’s more in me and that I really am important, doesn’t it?​[13]​

The moment of vision is essential to the artist, so much so that the essentially insecure Raoul protests the validity of it even while admitting an inability to record. Mansfield’s irony is apparent here, but her character’s privileging of a direct apprehension of life, a direct ‘experience’, is shared by her. 

Mansfield herself continually felt the joy of life. Even when she was ill, her letters record sudden epiphanic moments of happiness, prompted by a scent, a ray of sunlight, a letter. This joy is also present in her fiction. Bertha Young experiences ‘moments’ in ‘Bliss’

when she wanted to run instead of walk, to take dancing steps on and off the pavement, to bowl a hoop, to throw something up in the air and catch it again, or to stand still and laugh at – nothing – at nothing, simply.​[14]​

Bertha’s bliss is prompted by her impressions of the day and the atmosphere of her home: the ‘blue dish, very lovely’, the ‘bright round shapes’ of fruit, the ‘exquisite toes’ of her ‘warm baby’.​[15]​ It is the ‘incredibly beautiful’ objects that threaten to overwhelm Bertha, and they do this because impressions of beautiful objects, particularly flowers and fruit, evoke ‘life’. In a letter to Anne Drey Mansfield makes this observation: ‘Whenever I examine things here – the lovely springing line of flowers & peach leaves par exemple, I realise what a marvellous painter you are – the beauty of your line – the life behind it’.​[16]​ 

The ‘life’ is emphasised, but it is only reached via the beautiful ‘line’. Mansfield’s sense of a visual aesthetic was highly developed, and she saw her task as a writer as being similar to that of the painter. Ida Baker picks up on this, characterising the young Kathleen Beauchamp as ‘practising the art of word painting, looking and seeing to make her true and perfect picture’.​[17]​ Mansfield’s writing is full of exquisitely recreated objects, her attempts at the ‘beauty’ of the ‘line’. We are presented with Kezia’s cinematic close-up visions of the debris left in the old house in ‘Prelude’, ‘A bluebottle knocked against the ceiling; the carpet-tacks had little bits of red fluff sticking to them’,​[18]​ the vibrant lilies in ‘The Garden-Party’ ‘wide open, radiant, almost frighteningly alive on bright crimson stems’,​[19]​ the coveted ‘exquisite little amber lamp with a white globe’ of ‘The Doll’s House’.​[20]​ Mansfield herself called these images and epiphanies ‘glimpses’, what Sarah Sandley styles her ‘intense and intuitive apprehension’.​[21]​ This intense visuality has led to Mansfield’s writing being styled ‘impressionistic prose’, and thus a continuation of Henry James, Joseph Conrad and Ford Madox Ford, with their prioritising of impressions.​[22]​

Henry James’s Impressionism puts a heavy emphasis on the visual. In ‘The Art of Fiction’, he elaborates his sense of what visual fidelity means in the context of literary realism, producing ‘the illusion of life’:

[The author] competes with his brother the painter in his attempt to render the look of things, the look that conveys their meaning, to catch the colour, the relief, the expression, the surface, the substance of the human spectacle.​[23]​

As with Mansfield’s collation of painting, drama and fiction as ‘Art’, James’s representation of life using words is repeatedly compared to the representation of life using pigment. The author, at his greatest, attempts to ‘catch the colour of life itself’;​[24]​ the painter and the author ‘may learn from each other’.​[25]​

This emphasis on the visual, on colour and surface, is rather more than literary pictorialism, however. The visual impressions of which James stresses the importance are only of value when they are ordered. Life is compared to a tapestry, with many coloured threads that must be woven together to create a picture. The best authors, James says, have ‘the power to guess the unseen from the seen, to trace the implication of things, to judge the whole piece from the pattern […] this cluster of gifts may almost be said to constitute experience’. The writer must give due attention to the ‘seen’, if only to make possible a wider knowledge: a prediction of what constitutes the ‘unseen’; an artistic arrangement of impressions. James goes on to specify what exactly he means by experience: ‘If experience consists of impressions, it may be said that impressions are experience’.​[26]​ Experience gives one the power to create a whole from a fragment. The whole is only art if it captures the colour and the sensation of life. The colour and sensation comes from the impressions themselves, duly ordered.

‘The Art of Fiction’ and its emphasis on both the word ‘impression’ and the painterly metaphors James relies on imply that he is consciously linking the art of his fiction to the Impressionism of painters such as Monet and Renoir, who used ‘informal brushwork’ to paint ‘light and atmosphere’ and to create an ‘overall optical impression’.​[27]​ Jesse Matz, in Literary Impressionism and Modernist Aesthetics marks the similarities between Impressionism in these two arts:

The Impressionisms of painting and literature share an interest in subjective perception. This shift from object to subject, with its emphasis on point of view, seems to have entailed in both arts attention to evanescent effects, radical fidelity to perceptual experience, and a consequent inattention to what had been art’s framing concerns. […] Emphasis on the experience of the senses enabled the artist to make art more perfectly reflect lived experience.

However, Matz sees literary Impressionism as simultaneously a move away from simple visual representation, or ‘sensation’, to an awareness of the ‘combination of (or middle ground between) sense and thought’.​[28]​ Painterly Impressionism was firmly grounded in the senses, and the simple representation of atmosphere. Indeed, Henry James disliked Impressionist painting, calling the artists in a review ‘partisans of unadorned reality and absolute foes to arrangement, embellishment, selection’ giving merely ‘a vivid impression of how a thing happens to look, at a particular moment’.​[29]​ The vision alone, James suggests, is not enough. Mansfield takes a similar line. Discussing painting with Brett, she asserts:

Renoir – at the last – bores me. His feeling for flesh is a kind of super butchers feeling about a lovely cut of lamb. I am always fascinated by lovely bosoms but not without the heads & hands as well – and I want in fact the feeling that all this beauty is in the deepest sense attached to Life. Real Life! In fact I must confess it is the spirit which fascinates me in flesh. That does for me as far as modern painters are concerned, I suppose. But I feel bored to my last groan by all these pattern mongers.​[30]​

Although ‘lovely bosoms’ are fascinating, something more must be captured: the head, the ‘spirit’, the mind and intellect.

Literary Impressionism, as Matz defines it, is not simply the perceptual, sensory impression, it is ‘a metaphor for perception’.​[31]​ Within this metaphor the impression is double. It is both ‘what brushes by the mind and the physical impress it leaves there’. It is the moment, and the reflection on the moment. For Virginia Woolf, it unites ‘experience and essence’, or ‘living and being’.​[32]​ In Jamesian terms, the doubleness is expressed as experience and impression. Mansfield’s impression is a dichotomy of life and art, or glimpses and recording. The impression as it ‘brushes by the mind’ and the experience implied by ‘the physical impress it leaves there’ are inextricably linked. As James notes, ‘impressions are experience’.

Julia Van Gunsteren theorises this doubleness in Mansfield’s work as ‘thought and feeling’, where the perceptual impression is the feeling and the thought is the experience. She states that: ‘Mansfield’s aim was to present an immediate, pure recreation of the actual sensation of living, as opposed to an orderly analysis or a generalisation of experience’.​[33]​ The ‘pure recreation’ of sensation is a painterly Impressionism, akin to Renoir’s ‘lovely bosoms’. This kind of Impressionism of sensation in the works of contemporary writers was exactly what Mansfield distrusted. In her review of Dorothy Richardson’s Interim, she objects to the ‘bits, fragments, flashing glimpses, half scenes and whole scenes’, and pictures Richardson as ‘holding out her mind, as it were’, with ‘Life hurling objects into it as fast as she can throw. And at the appointed time Miss Richardson dives into its recesses and reproduces a certain number of these treasures, - a pair of button boots, a night in Spring, some cycling knickers, some large, round biscuits’.​[34]​

Mansfield perceives Richardson’s fictions as just an incantation of these objects gathered, with no selection, and no analysis. She applies her own glimpses/recording dichotomy to Richardson’s Pilgrimage, and finds it unbalanced. In ‘Dragonflies’, another review of Richardson’s work, she emphasises her earlier judgement:

Darting through life, quivering, hovering, exulting in the familiarity and the strangeness of all that comes within her tiny circle, she leaves us feeling […] that everything being of equal importance to her, it is impossible that everything should not be of equal unimportance.​[35]​

Mansfield calls for greater selection. Richardson does select her material, of course: Pilgrimage would be impossible to lift if she didn’t. However, Mansfield seems to have felt that the selection was not thorough, and that there had been no pattern set as a criterion for the selection. Antony Alpers writes of the Athenaeum time that ‘One does not easily discover an aesthetic in Katherine’s reviews […] Always elusive on the subject, she avoided making any overt statement on the short-story form’.​[36]​ She was, however, very clear about what she did not like, even while seeming to imitate the hated forms.

Mansfield’s rejection of Richardson’s elevation of the trivial seems ironic when viewed in the light of Ottoline Morrell’s attitude to Prelude. Morrell saw Mansfield’s glimpses in much the same light as Mansfield viewed Richardson’s, writing: ‘I hate such endless observation of trivialities ….. Why make such a damned fuss about it’.​[37]​ However, Mansfield’s ‘trivialities’ were to her important symbols of life and of vibrancy. Her early letters emphasise this time and time again. To Garnet Trowell she writes in 1908: ‘I like always to have a great grip of Life, so that I intensify the so-called small things – so that truly everything is significant’.​[38]​ This statement could almost invite the criticism that (to paraphrase the Pilgrimage review), if everything is significant then nothing is significant. Mansfield wrote in a similar vein to S.S. Koteliansky in 1915: ‘Do you, too feel an infinite delight and value in detail – not for the sake of detail but for the life in the life of it’.​[39]​ As long as an object communicates ‘life’ then it is important.

Brett, as a visual artist, was assumed to understand this importance:

It seems to me so extraordinarily right that you should be painting Still Lives just now. What can one do, faced with the wonderful tumble of round bright fruits, but gather them and play with them – and become them, as it were. When I pass the apple stalls I cannot help stopping and staring until I feel that I, myself, am changing into an apple.​[40]​

This supreme ‘imaginative sympathy’, J. Lawrence Mitchell calls a ‘fundamental feature of Mansfield’s creative sensibility’.​[41]​ The apples are life, of the still variety, and as such are real, vivid and important to Mansfield. She continues:

But that is why I believe in technique, too (you asked me if I did.) I do, just because I don’t see how art is going to make that divine spring into the bounding outlines of things if it hasn’t passed through the process of trying to become these things before recreating them.​[42]​

Mansfield is convinced of the impossibility of realistic recreation of life (even still life) without an imaginative leap: an effort to realise the phenomenological essence of the object being portrayed.

This intense imaginative task is reflected in Mansfield’s characters. Bertha Young gazes at the pear tree in ‘Bliss’ with such intensity that she does become it. Her clothes reflect the tree’s colours: ‘a white dress, a string of jade beads, green shoes and stockings’. Although the colour scheme ‘wasn’t intentional’, her dress does become ‘petals’ and she feels the ‘lovely pear tree with its wide open blossoms as a symbol of her own life’.​[43]​ Mansfield is playing with the idea of the pear tree as a symbol here. Bertha’s dressing up in the colours of the tree is not left to gently hint at a ‘becoming’ but rather denied: ‘She had thought of this scheme hours before’. Instead, it is Bertha and not the narrator who takes the pear tree as a symbol of sexual awakening, and of joy yet to come. The ‘bliss’ Bertha feels is revealed to be false. Similarly, in ‘At the Bay’, Linda examines, wonders at, and ultimately becomes the manuka tree:

If only one had time to look at these flowers long enough, time to get over the novelty and strangeness, time to know them! But as soon as one paused to part the petals, to discover the underside of the leaf, along came Life and one was swept away. And, lying in her cane chair, Linda felt so light; she felt like a leaf. Along came Life like a wind and she was seized and shaken; she had to go.​[44]​

Through looking long at the transient ‘wasted’ flowers, tracing the lines of ‘each pale yellow petal’ and ‘tiny tongue in the centre’​[45]​ Linda’s imaginative sympathy lets her become one with the manuka tree. The whole cycle of nature, with flowers blossoming and falling, not only reminds Linda of her own mortality, but allows her to feel it as if she were a leaf being ripped from the tree itself. The perception of the detail of the flower allows for the flower to be realised. Mansfield finds a way to bridge the gap between the duality of the impression: first to perceive, then to become, and then to transcribe.

Mansfield’s battling two selves – the one who lives, and the one who writes – reflect the duality of the impression as defined by Matz. The simple perceiving self, who loves life and embraces the aesthetics of nature pushes against the detached intellectual ‘half’ of the mind. Literary impressionists, according to Matz’s definition, often stage their encounters with the doubleness of the impression by creating opposing characters to personify each part of the impression. Matz cites Woolf’s ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown’ as an example of this, as well as Ford’s ‘peasant cabman’ on ‘On Impressionism’, and James’s ‘woman of genius’ in ‘The Art of Fiction’.​[46]​ Matz posits that:

In order to imagine sensations and ideas fully working together, the Impressionists seem also to need to imagine collaboration of the social beings to whom sensations and ideas correspond. Uncertainty about the impression’s perceptual status derives in large part from the conviction that certain people naturally correspond to certain faculties – specifically that women and lower-class people have special access to contingent, sensuous, concrete existence.​[47]​

Mansfield’s joy at the barber’s response to Brett’s still life is typical of this division. Perceptual faculties are seen as more predominant in ‘simple’ people, and not the trained critics and intellectuals (‘the Clive Bells of this world’). In her fiction, Mansfield often creates characters who typify one side of the impression and lets their interaction unify the perceptual and the intellectual.

‘Prelude’ has many such uneasy collaborations. Mansfield does not however merely restrict herself to essentialist differences between men and women, the lower classes and the middle classes. In Mansfield, age determines a character’s perceptual/analytical level. Kezia, Mansfield’s child double, still retains the simplicity that allows pure perception without the intrusion of analysis. The aloe is experienced by three generations of the same family very differently. The ‘simple’ Kezia sees it as:

One huge plant with thick, grey-green, thorny leaves, and out of the middle there sprang up a tall stout stem. Some of the leaves of the plant were so old that they curled up no longer; they turned back, they were split and broken; some of them lay flat and withered on the ground.
	Whatever could it be? She had never seen anything like it before. She stood and stared.​[48]​

The astonished Kezia notes the size, the colour and the oddity of effect that age produces. Her mother Linda, coming down the path, preoccupied with thoughts of children, fertility and mortality, sees the aloe differently:

Linda looked up at the fat swelling plant with its cruel leaves and fleshy stem. High above them, as though becalmed in the air, and yet holding so fast to the earth it grew from, it might have had claws instead of roots. The curling leaves seemed to be hiding something; the blind stem cut into the air as if no wind could ever shake it.​[49]​

The aloe becomes threatening and mysterious. Linda’s perceptions of the plant cannot be purely visual: her reading of the plant is an emotive one. The aloe is not only ‘huge’ and ‘thick’ as Kezia sees it, but ‘fat’ ‘swelling’ and ‘fleshy’ like a pregnant woman. The ‘blind stem’ is intensely phallic, but threateningly phallic, ‘cutting’ the air. The whole becomes a symbol of Linda’s own maternal insecurities.

Mrs Fairfield, Linda’s own mother, has a prosaic vision of the plant:

‘I have been looking at the aloe,’ said Mrs Fairfield. ‘I believe it is going to flower this year. Look at the top there. Are those buds, or is it only an effect of light?’​[50]​

Mrs Fairfield has dispensed with romance, and with symbol. She is concerned with the fruit trees, and whether it would be possible to make ‘much jam’ this year.​[51]​ She is methodical, annoying Beryl: ‘Mother’s deliberate way of doing things was simply maddening. It was old age she supposed, loftily’.​[52]​ The ‘old age’ of Mrs Fairfield means that she does not perceive the aloe as a purely visual object, nor does she experience the leap of imaginative sympathy which would allow her to recreate the aloe as a symbol. She instead analyses its fertility patterns and records its actions with her words. In ‘The Aloe’, an earlier version of the story, Mrs Fairfield’s speech is longer. She exclaims:

‘I believe it is going to flower – this year. Wouldn’t that be wonderfully lucky! Look at the top there! All those buds – or is it only an effect of light’.​[53]​

Mrs Fairfield’s attitude here is almost rhapsodic. The exclamation marks and reference to wonder imply a greater engagement with the plant and with joy. ‘All those buds’ similarly indicates a detailed gaze at the top of the plant, whereas the ‘Prelude’s dryer ‘Are those buds?’ suggests lack of interest.

Linda, although based loosely on Mansfield’s own mother, is roughly the same age in ‘Prelude’ as Mansfield was when she wrote it. She is caught halfway between childhood and old age, rebelling against her married life, her enforced respectability and the care of the children she has given birth to. She is no longer able to perceive visually without interpretative gloss, as Kezia does, and does not have the ‘maddening’ deliberation of Mrs Fairfield. Her uneasy halfway world is a threatening one, full of symbol and meaning.

Mansfield is unable to reconcile the perceptual and the interpretative except through symbol. In this way she develops literary Impressionism for her own modernist purposes. The leap from perception to the ‘impress’ having been achieved by an imaginative leap of sympathy, the objects thus set down must have some place in the pattern of the story. They must not stand alone, as she implies Richardson’s do: they must have meaning. They must stand for something else. The literary impression develops into Symbolism, what Clare Hanson and Andrew Gurr call ‘the imaginative discovery and recreation of the ideal hidden within the real’.​[54]​ Hanson and Gurr go on to relate this Symbolism to Pater’s ‘“the finer sort of memory”, which can best discover the ideal essence of experience, which is obscured in the confusion of immediate impressions and experience’.​[55]​ The duality of the impression is unintentionally evoked in this description of Mansfield’s Symbolism. The Jamesian ‘experience’ is paired with ‘immediate impressions’, and the ‘ideal essence’ is reached through symbol.

The technique Mansfield tells Brett she ‘believes’ in is not only selection, ‘the beauty of your line’, the ‘bounding outlines’ as symbol. The desire to shape, to delineate was strong. Mansfield believed that each word in a story must contribute to the effect, saying to Murry of one of her stories for the Blue Review that:

you can’t cut it without making an ugly mess somewhere. Im a powerful stickler for form in this style of work. I hate the sort of licence that English people give themselves – to spread over and flop and roll about. I feel as fastidious as though I wrote with acid.​[56]​
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